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Our society is steeped in visual narratives, often utilized by journalists, politicians, and
other opinion leaders to perpetuate cultural 'myths' about the products they offer and
the consumers who 'need' them. During the Jim Crow era, the commercial goods
produced and distributed by western powers exalted Eurocentrism while simultaneously
maligning indigenous cultures in much of Asia, Africa, and the Americas. The packaged
goods and commercial ads of this era assisted in the ontological construct of European
superiority. Like gender, race is a social construct that changes over time and from place
to place. Racism, above all, is a systemized hierarchy anchored in material structures and
embedded in historical configurations of power. Promotional industries utilize advertising
to communicate expectations about race and ethnicity, just as they do about cars,
clothing, or coffee shops. The characteristics and symbols historically used to represent
blacks in advertising have forged permanent images in the American psyche. These
crafted narratives are used to illustrate the dynamics of social power and ideology we use
to create meaning. Robbin Henderson, former director of the Berkeley Art Centre, said,
'Derogatory imagery enables people to absorb stereotypes, which in turn allows them to
ignore and condone injustice, discrimination, segregation, and racism.' Images that
specifically depict blacks as violent or animalistic support the idea that blacks are unfit to
attend racially integrated schools, live in safe neighborhoods, work in responsible jobs,
vote, and hold public office. This research will utilize archives of images from the Jim Crow
south, to better understand the western creation of racist motifs. Trends and icons will
be documented in order to draw comparative analysis between past symbols and those
used in current advertisements. Through visual narratives from the Jim Crow era, this
research explores how past motifs objectify African Americans or utilize racist symbols to
sell commercial goods. This form of subcultural study will provide the reader with a better
understanding of how design has contributed to Western biases against African
Americans and other minority groups.
Cultural Criticism, Race, Semiotics, Advertising
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1. Introduction
Just as a language communicates through structured sentences, visual languages depend on essential
elements and the rules for combining them in order to communicate. Roland Barthes used a system of
the signifier (word/image/object) and signified (meaning) as the two elements of this language (Sturken,
M., & Cartwright, L. 2018). For example, in his book Mythologies, author Roland Barthes dissects the
structure of nightly news. He describes the use of typography and constructed sets with which the news
is broadcasted as being mediated signs employed to give the perception of professional, objective, and
unmediated reality.
We are inevitably shaped by the language of visual symbols presented by those who wish to change or
maintain those rituals and structures. Our society is steeped in visual narratives, often utilized by
journalists, politicians, and other opinion leaders to perpetuate cultural 'myths' about the products they
offer and the consumers who 'need' them. In this consumer-based society, designers play a vital role in
crafting visual narratives, giving designers a vital role in determining how individuals view the world
through the kaleidoscopic lens of the visual symbols of advertisement. These narratives are used to
illustrate the dynamics of social power and ideology we use to create meaning.
The characteristics and symbols historically used to represent blacks in advertising have forged
permanent images into the American psyche. As stated by Herbert M. Cole, an historian at the
University of California, Santa Barbara, 'Icons are powerful because they encapsulate ideas and actions
of central importance in human life' (Kaplan,1989). This essay will explore motifs and symbols used in
the Jim Crow era and draw comparative analysis between them and those used in current print designs
and advertisements. Through examples of visual narratives from each era, we will explore how they
objectify African Americans or utilize racist symbols in order to sell commercial goods. Through this
exploration we will gain greater understanding of how design has contributed to Western biases against
African Americans.

2. Branding
A brand is a visual symbol that signifies a consumer's purported social status. Designer Hank Willis
Thomas explores the connection between modern brands and the genesis of the concept in his series
Branded. He connects the original meaning of branding (to burn signs of ownership onto the flesh of
livestock), the history of slavery, and the relationship of product branding to black culture. In the
modern context, this forced branding of human beings has been meaningfully done away with.
However, voluntary branding has replaced it as a way for individuals to lower the social hierarchy to
show their loyalty to those above them. This new form of branding does not demonstrate ownership;
rather, it is used as a form of social mobility for those on the bottom of the hierarchy. Corporations work
hard to convince customers that it is in their best interest to associate themselves with a brand. Brands
distribute signs that consumers can interact with, use, and remake. Brands are often equated with
feelings of authenticity, patriotism, and community — means by which people make meaningful
connections to others (Sturken, M., & Cartwright, L. 2018). Those with the ability to exercise influence
continuously over time are able to shape culture and solidify ideas of hierarchy. The reason that brands
want to exert influence over culture is simple, profit, they are not necessarily thinking about how it will
affect ideas of hierarchy. Brands want people to integrate their messaging into their very identity. They
do this because it is much harder to convince someone to change their identity than the type of material
in their shoe.
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This is the key to understanding how one group acquires authority, imposes order, or achieves
hegemony through branding. Brands wield their power to set forth an idealized version of their
customer, one that the customer wants to identify with because they see in it some of the things that
they either see in themselves or want to. Consistency of displayed power, specifically that power to
mold identity, is internalized in the minds of consumers, eventually conveying natural authority to a
brand or to those associated with it.
Take Nike apparel, for example. Once known as Blue Ribbon, Nike, Inc. is an American multinational
corporation engaged in the design and selling of footwear and apparel. The name 'Nike' was chosen by
Jeff Johnson, a Blue-Ribbon employee, in homage to the Greek goddess of victory. The goddess is
symbolic of the desire to win, and the Nike swoosh represents her speed and power. The principles and
culture that structure the image cannot be separated from the viewers and how they interpret the
image and, ultimately, the circumstances in which an image is displayed and observed. Images generate
meanings for the interpreter, but those meanings are interpreted through all of these elements working
in conjunction. Because the images and icons used to support a brand exist in a world that contains
ideologies, those images and icons must interact with those ideologies, for harm or for good.
Occasionally an image or icon is powerful enough to create and shape an ideology around it by itself.
These ideologies are affirmed by the social institutions that characterize their society.
Phil Knight, Nike's company owner, knew the company's name and logo needed to reflect modern
symbols of victory for his products to be considered the tools of winners. Social ideologies create
notions not only of the way things are but also of how things should be. Nike's pairing of the Swoosh
symbol with athletes like Michael Jordan, Mia Hamm, Roger Federer, Serena Williams, and Tiger Woods
created a connection between the products and the champions who endorsed them. The products
(object /signifier), in turn, became considered the choice of champions (meaning/victory). And the
brand thus sells the idea that to become a champion, buying into the brand is a necessary first step.
Nike not only sells sports apparel but commodifies an idealized self, which is only actualized through
purchasing their products. As such, the consumer participates in what the Frankfurt School called
'Pseudo Individuality,' an experience of selfhood promoted by the cultural industry. Pseudo Individuality
refers to the ways that culture forms can define and interpolate viewer-consumer-users as individuals,
while in reality, they are selling a homogeneous experience (Sturken, M., & Cartwright, L. 2018).
The Nike products (object /signifier), on their own, are powerless. On the contrary, the ideologies that
inform social perception are dominant. We, as consumers encounter these sorts of images and texts
primarily as customers and re-users, not as direct producers. The Swoosh's potency is dependent on the
influence of its supporters. The social power of an item's supporters impacts our thoughts and
impressions of the social groups we identify. Groups that don't recognize or conform with our group are
viewed as the maligned 'other'. In his Branded series, designer Hank Willis Thomas comments on the
depths of this culture. He connects the original meaning of branding (which was to burn signs of
ownership onto the flesh of livestock), the history of slavery, and the relationship between product
branding and black culture. In this image, the Nike logo (object /signifier) is burned into the flesh of an
African American's torso. This refers not only to the intensity of consumers' devotion to brands but also
to the violence of embodied commodification (Sturken & Cartwright, 2018).
Branding more than the act of promoting goods is also a mode of everyday communication. Within the
context of advertising, the concern is whether the industry contributes to either reinforcing or
challenging the social hierarchy. Like gender, the race is also a social construction that changes over
time and from place to place. Promotional industries utilize design to communicate expectations about
race and ethnicity, just as they do about cars, clothing, or coffee shops. Moreover, they can influence
how the diverse communities that make up the world perceive one another.
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3. The passive black
Africans and their descendants who were once bought, sold, and traded as a commodity, we're unable
to control social perceptions of themselves. The commercial narratives that described them did not
include the possibility of an idealized self, but rather the subservient self which provides the ideal for
others. The social institution that governed their existence bred the ideology of their racial inferiority.
While all racial groups have been satirized in this country, none have been satirized as often or in as
many ways as African Americans.
During the institution of slavery, the representation of African Americans, specifically African American
males, indicated that they were passive. The use of blackface, which became popular in the 19th
century, was a standard tool utilized to perpetuate that perception. White actors popularized minstrel
shows, portraying stereotypes of black behaviour as senseless, disordered, and comedic. (Smiley &
Fakunle, 2016) Popular literature and media described enslaved blacks as content with their place in
society. In writing, the character of Uncle Tom in Uncle Tom's Cabin is described as an older black slave
who is devoted to his white master. Samuel Jackson's portrayal of Stephen in 2012's Django Unchained
echoes characteristics of Uncle Tom. Additionally, the film Gone with the Wind portrays content slaves,
specifically the role of Mammy. On Wednesday, June 17, 2020, Quaker Oats, a PepsiCo subsidiary,
announced the Aunt Jemima brand of syrup and pancake mix would get a rebrand.
The company's abandonment of its trademarked image and brand name comes as a public recognition
that the trademark's origins were based on harmful stereotypes. The declaration of change is an
acknowledgment of wrongdoing. However, the question to ask ourselves as consumers is whether or
not the gesture is enough. The evolution of heart comes conveniently weeks after the brutal killing of
George Floyd and subsequent protests. However, for over a century, Quaker Oats has profited from
stereotypes that dated to the days of slavery.
The trademarked image of Aunt Jemima (Figure 2) finds its origins in a romanticized view of the
antebellum South. The image and name are also highlighting the mythological contribution of happy
slaves in post-Civil War America. These origins are essential due to the role brands play in western
societies. Brands are a vital tool by which people make meaningful connections to others and help shape
culture. This brand and others who utilize similar motifs communicate ideas of social hierarchy. A
constant reminder of the servile positions African Americans once held.
The facet of entitlement, stereotypes, and toxic narratives only offers to turn off the faucet and to
neglect the damage caused by the generations of overflow. For brands like Aunt Jemima to entirely
absolve themselves, they need to acknowledge the damages they have profited from and plans made to
increase equity in the communities they have harmed. The 130-year-old brand features a Black woman
named Aunt Jemima, who was initially dressed as a minstrel character. How many mortgage lenders,
staunch segregationists, police officers, jury members, politicians, school teachers, hiring managers
were consumers of Aunt Jemima? Consider, for example, some citizens hated Obama for being black but
still could not eat their pancakes without their pancakes covered in Aunt Jemima syrup.
Characters (sign/object) such as Aunt Jemima (pancake mix), Uncle Ben (rice), and Rastus (Cream of
Wheat Figure 1) have existed as a consistent reminder of the servile positions African Americans once
held (meaning). Aunt Jemima, the first living trademark of a company, has been a vital tool for
advertising campaigns since 1889. Utilized for over a century, the pancake mix figure represents the
continuity of the Mammy stereotype (Smiley & Fakunle, 2016).
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Figure 1 Illustrated recreation of a Crème of Wheat Ad, Illustrated by Faiza Amir

The depiction of Aunt Jemima, Uncle Ben, and Rastus are not the only holdovers from slave-based
stereotypes. 2018-19 saw a series of controversial Fashion designs, by popular brands such as Prada,
Gucci, Burberry, and H & M. Within a few short months of one another Gucci released a wool jumper
with an attached face mask which mimics blackface visuals; Burberry's show at 2019 London Fashion
Week featured a new hoodie that included a noose around the neck of its product; H&M released an ad
of a black child modelling a hoodie printed with the phrase 'coolest monkey in the jungle.` Prada
released a Pradamalia fantasy charm named Otto, which also attracted criticism for its visual similarities
to minstrel show characters (McDermott, 2019).
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Figure 2 Illustrated recreation of an Aunt Jemima Pancake Box, Illustrated by Faiza Amir

Depictions of Blackness as submissive, absurd, and comedic mirrored the level of control majority
Whites had over the Black body and mind. This state of inferiority is echoed in W.E.B. DuBois' writing on
how Whites viewed freedom as a way to 'spoil' and 'ruin' Black people (Smiley & Fakunle, 2016).
According to David Pilgrim: These portrayals were pragmatic and instrumental. Proponents of slavery
created and promoted images of blacks that justified slavery and soothed white consciences. If slaves
were childlike, for example, then a paternalistic institution where masters acted as quasi-parents to
their slaves was [sic] humane, even morally right. More importantly, slaves were rarely depicted as
brutes because that portrayal might have become a self-fulfilling prophecy (Smiley & Fakunle, 2016).
The image of submissive blackness ended after the American Civil War, as the passage of 13th-15th
Amendments granted formerly enslaved blacks social, economic, and political rights. These new civil
protections saw the establishment of African American communities such as Greenwood in Tulsa,
Oklahoma, which was referred to as 'Black Wall Street'; the building of schools now known as
Historically Black College and Universities (HBCUs) and the election of the first two black U.S. Senators.
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1.3 The brutish black
Wealthy whites feared the political power that newly freed black people could acquire via voting, and
poor whites saw blacks as competition in the labor force. Thus, the rise of the Jim Crow era began,
which was solidified by the Supreme Court ruling in Plessy v. Ferguson. This caused a transition in the
depiction of African Americans from compliant and submissive servants to savages and brutish
monsters, threats to the status quo. The black brute, who was innately large and animalistic, functioned
as a tool to link African Americans to criminality.
The motifs and ideas found in literature and advertising are often echoed in paintings and designs. This
is in part because training in fine and commercial art often takes place within the same art colleges and
departments. These motifs not only influenced creatives of the same era, but those of subsequent
generations as well.
In 2011 Nivea (Figure 3) created a series of print ads for its Revitalizing line of men's skincare. The
objective of the campaign was to a feature well-groomed man discarding a decapitated head of a
scruffier version of themselves. The clean-shaven face that each model kept was intended to symbolize
the potential of utilizing Nivea skin care products. This ad concept was designed to fall under Nivea For
Men's broader campaign, 'Look Like You Give A Damn.' What sparked outrage about this ad series is the
difference in the copy written for both the white lead model, and that of the black lead model. The ad
featuring a white lead read, 'Sin City isn't an excuse to look like Hell.' The spot featuring a black model
features a neatly dressed model hurling the head of another black man with an afro and beard. The ad's
message, 'Re-civilize yourself' (Tsang, 2017).

Figure 3 Illustrated recreation of 2011 Nivea ad Re-Civilize Yourself, Illustrated by Faiza Amir
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The visible difference between the two subjects is limited to skin color, hair texture, as well as the
suggestion that one is less civil due to external appearance. African hair texture has long been
scrutinized for not complying with Eurocentric standards. The widely distributed ad implies that African
American Hair (as some have suggested about the body), needed to be controlled and maintained to be
culturally accepted. Sign - Unkempt black male, signified - uncivil. Images that specifically depict blacks
as violent or animalistic support the idea that blacks are unfit to attend racially integrated schools, live in
safe neighbourhoods, work in responsible jobs, vote, and hold public office.
Thomas Nelson Page became one of the first writers to introduce a literary black brute. In 1898, his
novel Red Rock included an offensive character named Moses, a corrupt black politician obsessed with
raping white women (Pilgrim, 2016). The idea also made its appearance in the controversial 1915 epic
Birth of a Nation by D.W. Griffith. The film depicted the Ku Klux Klan as saviors of a post-civil war South
overwhelmed by Northern politicians and freed slaves. One of the most controversial and profitable
films ever made, the movie set many precedents. It was the first film whose budget exceeded over
$100,000 to produce, the first film to have a full premiere, and the first film shown at the White House.
Regarding his thoughts on the film, President Woodrow Wilson reportedly stated, "It's like writing
history with lightning. My only regret is that it is all so terribly true."
In a 2017 interview about the impact of superheroes on culture, legendary graphic novelist Alan Moore
suggests D.W. Griffith's controversial Birth of a Nation is a superhero film.
Moore is reported to have said,
I would also remark that save for a smattering of non-white characters (and non-white
creators) these books and these iconic characters are still very much white supremacist
dreams of the master race. In fact, I think that a good argument can be made for D.W.
Griffith's Birth of a Nation as the first American superhero movie, and the point of origin for
all those capes and masks (Nolan, 2019).
Before the film debut Horsemen in Klan, robes would trout through towns to encourage box-office sales.
Two kinds of blacks appear in the movie: the sober, industrious slaves inspired by Uncle Tom, who stay
on as loyal servants after the war, and the freedmen, were portrayed as domineering, lewd, and
brutish. Rather than toiling in the cotton fields, the former slaves joined the parliamentary government,
spent time drinking, lusting after white women, and demanding "equal rights, equal politics, equal
marriage." The rise of the Ku Klux Klan led by the Little Colonel promises to restore the social order,
disfranchise the blacks, protect southern womanhood, and reunite the nation.
This obsession with vigilante justice is ingrained in the American culture. As Alan Moore describes it. We
come to celebrate the civilian autonomy to execute their understanding of justice against a dastardly
villain. A villain we've learned to identify through news coverage, magazine advertising, Disney films and
Saturday morning cartoons. A villain we've grown accustomed to identify in films through ethnic
features, foreign accents and skin tones darker than what's presented as the default American. Wilfully
consuming programming that tells us what separates hero from villain, morality from immortality is
appearance.
We broadcast our subscription to this rationalized violence through don't tread on me flags and come
get them bumper stickers. Convincing ourselves that we are the Clarke Kent and Bruce Wayne's of our
own stories. That we too can be vigilante heroes, filling the void when the state proves
inadequate. Maybe this belief is one that articulates the decision making of George Zimmerman. A
Floridian neighbourhood watchman who racially profiled a black minor legally purchasing an ice-tea and
skittles. On a February night in 2012, Zimmerman deemed 17-year-old Trayvon Martin suspicious. He
then notified the authorities of his presence. Despite being encouraged not to engage Martin during a
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911 call, Zimmerman chose to purse the minor on foot and armed. Before the end of the 911 call
Zimmerman can be heard muttering "These a**holes always get away.", a line you would almost
certainly find in a Punisher comic, before the protagonist prepares to for issue justice.
In the ensuing conflict Zimmerman would later pull a Kel-Tec PF-9, 9mm pistol from his utility belt,
ending Martin's life before he would be old enough to vote. Zimmerman (vigilante) executed his view of
justice, to fill the imagined void of the state (these assholes always get away). Despite the egregiousness
of his actions Zimmerman is uniquely celebrated in small circles. As he's found a market to commodify
the tools of his heroism. Fielding six figure offers for the gun used in the homicide, while also signing
autographs at gun shows.
If superheroes are a reflection of a prejudice imagining, then some of Zimmerman's behaviour would
reflect that of an Actor or writer at a comic book convention. Similarly, these same circles have
trivialized Martin's existence. Distilling his being down into a story about black male deviance. The
assertion that black brutes were, in large numbers, sexually assaulting white women became the public
rationalization for the lynching of black males. Most notably the murder of Emmet Till.
In 1955, 14-year-old Emmett Till, an African American from Chicago, was brutally murdered for allegedly
whistling at Carolyn Bryant, a white woman who was a cashier at a grocery store. His attackers were
Bryant's husband and her brother. The two men beat him, dug out his eye, shot him in the head, and
tossed his body into the river. The men were caught, tried, and found innocent by an all-white jury.
The fear of rape or sexual assault of a white woman by a African American male would have devastating
effects on African American communities. In Tulsa, Oklahoma, a young white woman accused a black
male of sexual assault. This resulted in the deaths of roughly 300 African American residents and left
more than 9,000 residents homeless after white mobs destroyed the Greenwood community.
The depiction of African American males as brutes continued its significance into the early 20th century.
These depictions of black criminality resulted in the passage of stricter sentencing guidelines in prison
and the expansion of the War on Drugs in the second half of the 20th century. Stricter prison guidelines
grew the American prison system exponentially, by 700% (Pew States, 2007). During this time campaigns
for 'tough on crime' policy emerged as a popular soundbite for elected officials. For example, George
H.W. Bush's presidential run used a smear campaign tactic, famously known as the 'Willie Horton' ad.
This 1988 presidential campaign T.V. spot created by Bush's supporters was an intended attack on his
Democratic opponent Michael Dukakis. Dukakis, the then-governor of Massachusetts, supported his
state's 'weekend pass' program, which allowed imprisoned individuals to leave prison for a day or more
to work or go home. The spot featured convicted murderer William 'Willie' Horton, who had escaped
while on a weekend furlough, and went on to rape a woman and stab her fiancé in a brutal 1987 home
invasion.
While the ad overtly discusses a single black man, the subliminal and larger takeaway is that Willie
Horton's face became synonymous with all blackness. As political-science professor Claire Jean Kim said
in a 2012 PBS special, 'the insinuation is, if you elect Governor Dukakis as president, we're going to have
black rapists running amok in the country.'
Lastly, a prime example of how the brute image still thrives in society today is the April 2008 Vogue
magazine cover of professional basketball player LeBron James holding supermodel Gisele Bündchen
(Figure 4). In 2008, U.S. Vogue was widely criticized for a front cover that saw the sensational Brazilian
supermodel Bündchen being held by the much larger N.B.A. player in a manner which resembled a
vintage 1917 World War I poster. The poster depicted a gorilla holding a white woman, the caption
beneath the title 'Destroy this Mad Brute.' James's posture in combination with his face in mid-roar and
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Bündchen dressed in a gown, similar to the one worn by the poster's female lead provoked allegations
of racial stereotyping (York, 2008).

Figure 4 Illustrated recreation of the Destroy This Mad Brute WW2 Ad, and the 2008 Vouge Magazine cover Illustrated by Faiza
Amir

These types of images that draw on past racial stereotypes and myths reinforce criminalization, and are
now coded with terms such as 'thug' today. The brute caricature was a fallacy, and a myth adapted to
maintain social control mechanisms as well as to sustain the white fear of black communities. The brute
caricature traditionally re-emerges in popular culture whenever African Americans gain or push for
social equity. According to sociologist Allen D. Grimshaw (1969), the most oppressive techniques used
on African Americans, whether rural lynchings or urban race riots, have taken place when blacks have
been perceived as refusing to accept a subordinate position (Pilgrim, 2016).

4. Current ramifications of the brutish black image
In a 2014 MSNBC segment about disproportionately white police forces serving diverse populations, a
heated debate erupted between former New York City Mayor Rudy Giuliani and Georgetown professor
Michael Eric Dyson. The debate took a controversial turn when Mayor Rudy Giuliani asked why people
were protesting the killing of unarmed Ferguson, Missouri teen, Michael Brown, instead of protesting
black-on-black crime. Mayor Giuliani argued that Blacks kill 93 percent of Blacks, but also insisted that
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the presence of White police officers would not be necessary if Blacks weren't killing each other. During
the same segment, Giuliani insisted that the circumstances of Michael Brown's death only reflected a
small percentage of bad policing. He then suggested that the focus of concern should be on black on
black crime rather than police brutality.
"The Fact is I find it very disappointing that you're not discussing the fact that other blacks kill 93 % of
blacks in America. We are talking about the exception here. We are talking about the significant
exception. Blacks kill 93 % percent of blacks; I would like to see the attention paid to that that you do to
this, and the solutions to that. It is hardly insignificant; It is the reason for the heavy police presence in
the black community. 93% percent, it's because of the high level of crime." Giuliani's brief statements
communicated that police brutality in communities of color were isolated instances not worth concern
and described black on black crime as the constant terror we all should fear. His statements also
suggested that issues of police brutality, and specifically, the shooting of unarmed men, were the
collective responsibility of African Americans who had not worked hard enough to bring the numbers of
homicides down (Terkel, 2014).
Since reaching a peak in the early 90's, violent crime has been on a historic decline, seeing rates the
lowest they have been since the 1970's. For instance, New York City, home to one of the country's
largest populations of African Americans, went from its peak of 2,245 homicides in 1990, to 335
homicides in 2016 ("New York Police Department (NYPD) Stop, Question, and Frisk Database, 2006,"
2006). Additionally, the U.S. imprisonment rate has also declined. According to reports from the Bureau
of Justice Statistics, since 2000, the incarceration rate for African American women has decreased by 47
percent. In contrast, the rate among White women has increased by 56 percent, which narrowed the
racial disparity between incarcerated women by two-thirds (Humphreys, 2016).
Giuliani is far from the only person whose perceptions counter the improvements in African American
communities. Individuals such as Rush Limbaugh, Bill O'Reilly, Tomi Lahren, Candance Owens, and other
much farther-right figures have all used their soapbox to perpetuate the stereotype that blacks were
similar perspectives at one point or another (Cganemccalla, 2016; Humphreys, 2016; Martinelli, 2016;
Reilly, 2017).
Through Mayor Rudy Giuliani's eyes, African Americans were not victims of mistreatment, but rather
social deviants who needed to be kept in line. Mayor Giuliani's words not only ignored that White
victims were killed by White assailants at similar percentages, that violent crimes in urban communities
have been on a historic decline, but continued the perception that African Americans are inherently
dangerous. The internalized concept of Blacks, as social deviants, could have played a role in the racial
profiling of Harvard University professor Henry Louis Gates Jr. arrested while attempting to entering his
own home or the murder of Botham Jean. A 26-year-old black accountant was sitting in his living room
eating ice cream when Dallas Officer Amber Guyger entered the wrong apartment, on the wrong floor
and shot him on sight.
Nationally, several police departments (including but not limited to Ferguson) have been investigated
for their use of excessive force or violations of civil liberties. Each finding suggests the use of police force
is most frequently excessive in instances that involve African American and Hispanic-Latino citizens,
implying bias. In his book Rise of the Warrior Cop: The Militarization of America's Police Forces, author
Radley Balko asserts that the history of a legalized American patrolling force has its roots in cattle
slavery (Balko, 2014). The Slave patrollers of the antebellum South were among the earliest forms of
early policing. Slave patrollers, one could argue, were one of America's first law and order enforcers.
Their responsibility included but was not limited to hunting down and returning runaway slaves as well
as to function as a deterrent for slave revolts. Utilizing legal authority to maintain the order of a
southern slave-based economy. My intention is not to draw a direct parallel between the modern police
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force and slave catchers, the purposes for their existence as well as how they operate are considerably
different. But if only for a second, we consider them distant evolutionary cousins, we can identify
cultural similarities that have survived through time.
Similar to slavery, private prisons are economic powerhouses from which many private corporations
benefit from free or near-free labor. Both industries depended on the actions of individual agents, who
operate within limited jurisdictions. Capturing or recapturing assets which are then reintroduced to said
system. The lens of both systems we're hyper-focused on disenfranchised people, and both received
legislative support. The very amendment which freed the slaves, ended the individual ownership of
Africans, but permitted slavery to the state as punishment for a variety of infractions. The breath of laws
and their varying levels of significance used to strip one of their freedoms embodies one of my favorite
quotes from the wire. "The game is the same; it just got more fierce."
African Americans and Hispanics are fifty percent more likely to experience some form of force in their
interactions with police than their white counterparts (Fryer). Long before the infamous Bloody Sunday
on the Edmund Pettus Bridge in 1965, or the public beating of Rodney King, Bryant Allen, and Freddie
Helms in the 1980s-1990ss, the relationship between African Americans and police has historically been
tenuous and fraught with violence. The ever-growing influence that militarism has on modern police
agencies has only increased the methods by which those tensions can be expounded. Evident at any of
the swat conferences, competitions, or magazines are attempts to connect civilian officers with military
weapons, gear, and images. The vendors at these events use war images to entice this demographic
because similar to Nike for athletes, for Officers, it commodifies an idealized self, actualized through the
purchase of their products.
In the 1990s and early 2000s, Heckler and Koch launched a marketing campaign for their MP5 semiautomatic pistol (Balko, 2014). The MP5 was one of the world's most widely used submachine guns; it
was used extensively by American SWAT teams before being replaced by the M16. The copy for the MP5
campaign read from the gulf war to the drug war, battle-proven. Drawing direct associations between
America's relationship to an enemy nation and to the relationship civilian officers share with its fellow
citizens. Police function as a constituted body of persons empowered by the state to ensure citizens'
safety, health, and possessions. The campaign by Heckler and Koch valorized the exercise of violence,
over the function of protection. This is both irresponsible and dangerous as it correlates policing with an
invading or occupying force.
It might be safe to assume protesters of the death of Michael Brown, Eric Garner, Walter Scott and
Samuel Du Bose could feel invaded as they are greeted by flash grenades, pepper spray and civilian
police officers dressed in battle gear who march in battle formations. Maybe the counter arguments
would argue the deaths were collateral damage for peace. Michael Brown was an 18-year-old African
American man who was fatally shot twelve times while unarmed by 28-year-old police officer Darren
Wilson in the city of Ferguson, Missouri, a suburb of St. Louis. Eric Garner, was a 27-year-old male who
was choked to death while being arrested for the illegal sales of cigarettes while also unarmed. Walter
Scott, a 33-year-old male, was stopped because of a non-functioning third brake light and was shot eight
times in the back while attempting to flee, also unarmed. Samuel Du Bose, was stopped for failure to
display a front license plate and while trying to drive away, also unarmed, was fatally shot once in the
head. For the many police officers accused of shooting an unarmed male of color, fear has been
essential to their legal defense. 'When I grabbed him, the only way I can describe it is I felt like a fiveyear-old holding onto Hulk Hogan,' the Ferguson police officer Darren Wilson said, of his encounter with
Michael Brown. The language utilized harkens back to the brutish stereotypes of black males. In many
instances the officers explained that their level of intimidation was rooted in their inability to control the
person in front of them; for that reason, violence seemed imminent.
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5. The civil black
In July 1839, a slave revolt led by Mende captives took place on La Amistad. Enslaved in Sierra Leone,
the Mende captives and were being transported from Havana, Cuba, to their purchasers' plantations.
The African captives were able to take control of the ship, killing some of the crew and ordering the
survivors to sail the ship to Africa.
The Spanish survivors, however, secretly maneuvered the ship north, and La Amistad was captured off
the coast of Long Island by the brig U.S.S. Washington. The Mende and La Amistad were interned in
Connecticut while federal court proceedings were undertaken for their disposition. The owners of the
ship and the Spanish government claimed the slaves as property, but the U.S. had banned the African
trade and argued that the Mende were legally free. Because of issues of ownership and jurisdiction, the
case gained international attention.
The Amistad Committee (the Committee) was founded in 1839 by Lewis Tappan, Simeon Joceyln, and
Joshua Leavitt. They organized the legal defense and raised money for the Mende Africans during their
imprisonment. The Committee, sensing that they had to win the battle of perception in addition to the
legal battle welcomed the assistance of any sympathetic artists. During this time period, the negative
portrayals of the Africans were no different from those of African Americans that appeared in popular
literature and public art galleries. In an attempt to win the battle of public opinion prior to the litigated
case, the committee commissioned Nathaniel Jocelyn to paint the portraits of abolitionists and of the
slave revolt leader Joseph Cinqué.
From the beginning of western exploration into African lands, the one thing Africans and their
descendants have been unable to do is articulate their own existence. Understanding what and who
Africans were has traditionally only been possible once knowledge has been filtered through the lens of
the colonial gaze. As articulated by author Dr. Joy Degruy in her book Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome,
colonialism was not limited to armies or forced oppression. It also expressed itself in narratives which
attempted to dehumanize Africans and justified oppression. Despite much social progress, such as the
end of slavery, the end of segregation, and legislation outlawing redlining, aspects of the colonial gaze
continue to find their way into popular culture, misrepresenting African-Americans and dehumanizing
their existence for an audience that maybe none the wiser.
Countering this view of Africans, Cinque's portrait presented him with a toga reminiscent of GrecoRoman philosophers and a cane staff held similarly to shepherds in Christian art. Cinque's painted image
utilized the symbols of western society in order to humanize his existence. These images of Cinque
fueled an already established market for abolitionist imagery in the United States and England, as well
as an unfolding a publicity campaign for the release and return of the captured Africans. Historically the
work of a designer has been centered largely on 'the hows'. The focus has been on ways to solve
commercial problems for customers while overlooked, perhaps, has been the immense influence
designers have on culture and society. Designers produce visual narratives, and thus, cultural 'myths' of
products and their respective consumers. Race, like any other cultural myth, is socially constructed. By
dissecting social, cultural and historical meaning in images we can explore the dynamics of social power
and ideology that produced them. While historically in America overt racist imagery was more
prominent, cultural shifts of intolerance to blatant racism have made this kind of imagery less
acceptable. This does not mean that these images no longer exist but rather that they live on as coded
narratives, gestures, signs, and symbols to indicate difference. If the design community takes into
account the social impact of the imagery narratives we create, this community could influence the way
society understands and treats the humanity of others.
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